Peptides related to alpha-melanocyte-stimulating hormone are commonly produced by human pituitary corticotroph adenomas: no relationship with pars intermedia origin.
The presence of immunoreactive (ir)-alpha-MSH has been investigated by immunocytochemistry in 24 pituitary adenomas and one case of corticotroph hyperplasia causing Cushing's disease, in four adenomas causing Nelson's syndrome, and in ten 'silent' corticotroph adenomas. It was found that a high proportion of these adenomas have a population of cells containing ir-alpha-MSH in addition to ir-ACTH. In some instances, these adenomas were clearly not associated with the residual intermediate lobe of the pituitary. Radioimmunoassay of plasma from patients with Cushing's disease or Nelson's syndrome showed elevated levels of ir-alpha-MSH in the majority of cases. Characterization of the ir-alpha-MSH in adenoma cells by immunocytochemistry, using an antiserum selective for acetylated forms of alpha-MSH, suggested that only the desacetyl form was present in each case examined. High-performance liquid chromatography of adenoma tissue extracts revealed material co-eluting with acetylated forms of alpha-MSH in only one of six cases. These results have been compared with corticotroph adenomas in animal pituitary glands, and it is concluded that the presence of alpha-MSH peptides cannot be used as a marker for intermediate lobe tumours, and that desacetyl alpha-MSH is commonly produced by corticotroph adenomas.